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Hand \Villiam NO.illy-Pratt are among my best
friends, although I cannot say that I have ever perfectly
understood them. In the old days, I saw them every day: it
was my unvarying custom to stop by their house in the afternoons
for a drink on my way home from work. I would walk in without
knocking and go straight to the high-ceilinged old drawing room,
so cool after the blazing Natchez sun, and find them there, talk·
ing quietly together or reading. William would always rise to
greet me with a grave little bow, and Elizabeth would extend her
cool fingers for me to kiss. "Would you care for something to
drink?" one of them would always ask me; and then Elizabeth
would extend her arm straight up in the air, the narrow shafts of
sun which came through the bamboo blinds at the west end of
the darkened room making little bands of bright light on her
bare arm, and snap her fingers for the servant-an old Chinese,
incongruous in that Natchez drawing room-to order my drink
brought to me.
Their two children, Valerian and Titus, were yet infants-Va·'
lerian was perhaps two and Titus still in his cradle-and were
never in evidence and seldom talked about. Elizabeth and William were not the sort to trouble their friends with anecdotes
from the nursery, and, consequently, their offspring remained
without personality for me until they were a good deal older. But
\Villiam and I talked much of our own childhood together, and
of \Villiam's brothers, one of whom had roomed with me at the
university.
Of Elizabeth's brothers I knew only the two who had been at
the university while I was there. I was acquainted with none of
the rest of her family, faT she was from another state-West Virginia, I believe: we had never heard much about it-and in par-
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ticular I had for some time felt myself, though I had known her
for ten years, kept deliberately in ignorance, by means which I
cannot identify or name, of all knowledge of her third brother,
Oreste.
He had been born in France, I knew; but, whenev~r I questioned Elizabeth or \Villiain about him-in a casual waYvof
course, since I had never even seen him-they would look at each
other through the slanting shafts of late-afternoon sunlight there
in their cool high-eeilinged room, and William would raise his
glass to Elizabeth, and Elizabeth, smiling her dark enigmatic
smile, would say, "Oreste? I'm afraid that we don't have any very
recent intelligence of him." I did not know that he was, even
then, in Natchez.
He was a writer, I learned from somebody else, but beyond this
I could not go, nor ever learn whether he had published, nor
even what he wrote. \Vhen I taXed William one aftemoon~ he
answered-after first giving Elizabeth a look over the rim of his
'glass-"We are not quite sure whether he would want us to talk
about his writings at this point.~' Naturally, I never enquired further into the matter.
r
Later on, having disposed of my businesses, I removed to the
North and settled in a small community on the side of a mountain, where I could pursue my studies in relative secluSion; and
there, after some years, 'came also Elizabeth and \Villiam, at my
suggestion, to take up their abode, with all their household.
They took a house farther up the mou.ntainside and moved in
all in one day, with four immense van loads of possessions, and
their servants; but it was all done without a flutter, and when I
went to call on them one afternoon two or three days later, it was
as if they had been established there from the beginning, with
I
Elizabeth and William sitting in their old positions in the darkened drawing room (the bamboo blinds, brought from Natchez,
once more drawn against the sinking sun), talking quietly together as I entered (but admitted, this time, by a servant) ; and .
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Elizabeth once more raising her arm, as in the Natchez room, to
snap her fingers for the ancient Chinese to bring me my drink.
By this time their children were grown older and were much
in evidence, and I began to grow fond of them, having none of
my own. Valerian was ten. He had never been to school (Elizabeth, I learned, devoted part of each day to her boys' education)
and had apparently never played with any other children of his
age; but for all this he seemed to me a perfectly "adjusted" lad.
He was extremely intelligent, very handsome, and I greatly enjoyed conversing with him-for he came to see me, after they became my neighbors, nearly every day.
Titus, the younger, was another thing altogether. He kept
much to himself, although he was only eight, and I sensed in him
a wild and fiercely independent spirit. The children now took
their meals with the parents, even when there were guests, and
I observed on a number of occasions that Titus violated the customs of their table precisely in order (so it seemed to me) that
he might invite the censure of his father, so that (in tum) he
might ignore it and persist unconcernedly in his violations,
which, he understood, his father could not altogether stop without the danger of a scene at table.
I learned that he was already composing music, although only
eight; and one evening, half a year or so after I had received this
intelligence, \Villiam showed me, in some agitation, the manuscript on which Titus was currently working. This appeared to
me, on first glance, to be somewhat familiar. It was an immensely
complex orchestral work; but it was only after I began to scrutinize it closely that I came to realize that lengthy passages of it
were identical with parts of the l\fahler Sixth Symphony, which
he had certainly never heard and of which, so far as I knew, he
had never even seen the score.
"This is extraordinary," I said, handing the manuscript back
to \Villiam. "Do you recognize it?"
"l\fahler," said \Villiam.
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"How do you account for it?"
"We can't," answered \Villiam, "except on the grounds that
he is some kind of genius."
A few days later the boy was in my house and I asked him if he
would cue to play for me. He favoured me·with a curious look,
sat down at my piano, and played-very badly-a simple-minded
little piece such as auy ordinary child his age might have played
when called upon to perform; and then, smiling inscrutably, slid
from the piano bench, gave me a parody of a concert pianist's
bow, and betook himself to the kitchen for cookies from my cook,
for he was not allowed sweets between meals at home.
I think he knew that I thought he had traduced me; fora week
later, as he stood by my side while I inspected some lizards the
gardener had caught in the rock garden, he suddenly announced,
without preamble, "I really.can't play the piano very well, you
know."
I glanced at him in surprise, and his eyes fell to the ground
while he blushed. I thought of saying something to him about the
l\fahler Sixth, but a je~ne~sais-quoi in his attitude caused me to .
forbear; and I was not at all sure, in any event, that William
would have wanted him to know that I had been shown the
manuscript.
"I write music, though," he added, for he had been reading my
thoughts; "but that's different:'
"l\fany composers are rotten performers," 1 told him, as a sop.
"Am I rotten, then?" he asked, and picked a lizard out of the
can. "l\fy father says their tails come off-" and with that he
twisted the tail from the lizard he was holding. Fortunately it was
of a species whose tails come off easily.
.
"If you want that lizard," I told him, "you may have it. Take
care of it well and you may see whether or not it grows a new tail:'
"I don't like lizards," he answered me. "I'll see that its tail
doesn't ever come back." And thereupon he tossed the lizard over
the edge of the mountain, ,~here we were standing, into the
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gorge which yawn.ed at our feet. The creature could oot have survived. "I try not to be fascinated by animals," he-said, turning on
his heel and marching away.
On subsequent occasions I discovered that Titus was also an
author. One afternoon, when Elizabeth was said to be resting in
her room and \Villiam and I had had to take our drinks alone, he
pulled a key from his pocket during a lull in our conversation
and, walking swiftly across the room to the escritoire, unlocked
its drawer and lifted therefrom a manuscript, written in a childish but perfectly legible and fluent hand, entitled-as I saw when
he deposited it, without a word, in my lap-"The Manx Cat
Entailed."
I started reading immediately the first pages and was soon overwhelmed by the subtlety of the style and the strong grip which it
exercised, from its opening sentences, on my imagination. But
then, as I read on, I began to realize that such powerful passages
alternated with others of a more than childish clumsiness and
naivete, and I finished the story in a state of bewiltlermeot. As I
laid the sheaf of papers on the table at my side, I raised my eyes in
query to \Villiam. He nodded in confirmation.
"Titus," he said quietly.
"Good God," I said; "he's only eight."
"I know," said William. "That's just it."
I was not surprised, some weeks later, therefore, to discover
Titus carrying a large box of manuscript into my summerhouse,
which he knew I did not use in the afternoons and which I had
told him he might occupy at those times.
"You are writing something?" I asked him. He lifted the lid of
the box and flipped through half a ream of closely written
manuscript.
"A book," he said. "It is not finished yet."
"Do you find it difficult to write a book?" I enquired of him,
for I was curious.
"Not-difficult," he answered me, pursing his lips. "But I am
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always very tired afterwards." Then he excused himself and retired to my summerhouse.
During these days. I rarely heard of Oreste; but one afternoon.
as Elizabeth and \Villiam and I sat over our drinks in their
dark--ened drawing room. Valerian came dashing into our company
with a letter clutched in his hand.
. "The mail's here I" he shouted. "and there's a letter ftom Uncle
Orestel"
"
"Oh. let me see," cried Elizabeth. taking it from him; and
then: "Do excuse us." she said to me. rippIng open the envelope
with an ill-concealed trembling of her cool fingers. "We hear
from him so seldom."
As she read the letter-her lips parted and her small breasts
rising and falling as if she had just come walking too hurriedly
up themountaipside-William resumed. in his gentle voice. his
conversation with me on roe subject of mediaeval alchemy. his
current study. When Elizabeth finished the letter. she handed it
without a word to William, who took it from her with a badly
disguised show of indifference. and Elizabeth took over William's conversation in the middle of his sqntence. so that it was
with more than a modicum of surprise. after several seconds of
listening to Elizabeth's voice instead of to William's, that I suddenly was aware of the fact that a horse, so to speak. had been
changed in mid-stream.
But, while giving to Elizabeth every sign of polite and interested attention, I now turned on William, nevertheless, as much
covert scrutiny as, under the circumstances, I could manage; and
thus it was, by this means, that I came to realize tha~ a crisis was
in full bloom.
F9,r William was surely in a state of agitation: he kept swigging
at his drink. who usually sipped; and. when he finally picked it
up and drained the remaining half of it at a gulp, Elizabeth,
whose eye, I noticed, had never strayed far fro~,hi~ throughout
her recital to me of his studies in mediaeval alchemy, immediate-
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ly stretched her arm into the air and snapped her fingers for the
old Chinese to bring him another, though he never took two.
\Villiam finished the letter, looked at Elizabeth over the rim
of his glass, and said: "\VeIl?"
"\Ve'd better tell him at once," she said, indicating me with a
wave of her drink.
"Oreste is coming here," said \Villiam.
"Oreste!" was all I could say.
"He is a hopeless alcoholic," said Elizabeth.
"And sometimes a little peculiar to boot," added \Villiam.
'Tm so sorry," I said. "Tell me, is there not a little something,
perhaps, that I could do, to make things easier for you while he is
here?"
"Put a sign on the road directing him over the side of the cliff,"
said \Villiam gently.
"Oh, \Villiam!" protested Elizabeth. "You will be misunderstood!""
Then I enquired: "In what way-I trust this question doesn't
intrude on you too closely-is Oreste, as you say, peculiar?"
"\Ve can't really say," replied William. "\Ve have tried to understand it, we have even called in psychiatrists, but we are really
not exactly sure. For the past few years, however, it has seemed to
take the singular form of an obsession that someone has been
stealing his writings away from him." He raised his leg and
scratched a match on the seat of his pants-an old-fashioned habit
from his university days, for which, to accommodate it, he had
had his trousers especially tailored ever since.
"It has something to do with telepathy,"said Elizabeth. "He
doesn't actually believe that we physically take his manuscripts
a,...ay from him."
":\s a matter of fact," said \Villiam, "we have never even seen
any of his manuscripts."
.. He believes, then, that you in this house are stealing his
manuscripts," I said.
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"Of course," said Elizabeth, "it's all some kind of delusion
arising from his drinking; but it is most painful for us. One
. doesn't like to be thought a thief. And we have tried to help
Oreste in every way."
~,
",,'"
Then they told me how they had set up an establishment for
Oreste in Natchez, and had hired people to lookafter him and to
attend to his wants and comforts. They had even gone so far as to
hire a young Negress, a woman of some nurSing experience,
whom William had given to understand, at the time, that no
objections would be raised if, other factors being equal, she became Oreste's mistress in due course; but she had made off with
so ~any furnishings from the hou~e, which Oreste never missed,
presenting them to her .large /ITeundscha/t over a period of
eighteen months, that William was forced, finally, to giye her
notice. She never di~ become Oreste's mistress, nor was she successful to any degree in helping him to curb his drinking.
Oreste h;td been in Natchez all the years I had lived. there; but
never once had I seen him-never once, I must confess it, had I
even suspected his presence there: for William had arranged that
Oreste should live in another quarter of thf town.... We parted
that day with the tacit understanding that I, now party to their
secret, became part-bearer also of their burthen.
I must say that from this time on I Isept rather an eye out for
the arrival of Oreste on our mountainside; -but, although I frequently sat for hours-sometimes for whole half-days togethe:on my roof (which I had had fitted out as a sort of terrace for taking measurements of the moon at night) , often with my telescope
fixed on the road up the mountain from the valley, my labours
remained for many days unrewarded.
One day, however, when I was out walking on the mountainside below my place, I stopped by the chasm, lvhich fell away
from one -edge of the road, to inspect the gardens of the people
who lived on these slopes. None of these people had ever manifested much friendliness towards me, and my relationships with

\
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them, in consequence, had been confined largely to small purchases from them, by my servants. of eggs. vegetables. wov~n
goods, and whatnot. I always greeted them when we passed each
other -on the road, of course, but they did not often trouble to
respond.
This day, as it happened, when I saluted with my walking stick
a handsome young woman who was picking some kind of berries
from her bushes, I was greatly pleased to receive from her in response a very generous smile, and therefore found it not difficult
to persuade myself to interrupt my walk in favour of some harmless conversation with her. But it turned out that she did not
speak English, nor were any of the other languages that I know
successful wit~ her; so that she was reduced, finally. to calling to
her side a curly-headed lad of ,eleven or twelve to interpret for
her-a younger brother, as I suppose. Our conversation, chiefly
of pleasantries and garden-lore. was soon interrupted, however,
by the arrival of Oreste.
I say "arrival," although as yet his auto-a convertible of one of
the more expensive makes, painted a canary yellow-was all of
him that we could see. as it wound slowly round the tortuous
curves of the road up the mountain far beneath us. That this was
the auto of Oreste
.. I had no doubt: my instincts are infallible in
matters of this kind: and so the young woman, the lad. and I
watched i\ with unflagging interest as it climbed closer and closer
to us. \Vlten it had rounded the last curve but one. and we must
have been plainly in sight of its occupants, I pulled off the bandana which I habitually wear tied around my neck in hot weather
(to prevent the perspiration from soaking the starch from my
co~lar) and waved it wildly at the people in the car; but the lad
who had been standing by me to interpret for the young woman,
snatched the handkerchief suddenly from my hand and trampled
it angrily into the ground, muttering the while. This is an example of what I mean when I said that these people rarely showed
me the ordinary courtesies to which I had become accustomed in
other places.
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At last, then, the car drew abreast of us, and I was able to get a
fulJ view of its occupants. First, Oreste: He could not have been '
less than forty; but, had one not known this previously, he could
easily have been taken for twenty, or even less, if one overlooked
an~xpression of utter cynicism and of self-distrust around his
eyd. His skin was clear, white, and lqith the peculiar transparency often seen in that of new-born infants; and his forehead, also,
bulged monstrously like that of a very young baby. His hair con.,
tributed its share to his effect of extreme youth, for its texture
was silky and of that indefinable colour of a young child's, and
appeared, moreover, never to have 'been .brushed-which, however, because it was so fine and so sparse, did not detract from,
though it did no~ add to, his general appearance.... As to clothing, I could see a Tyrolean hat, a Norfolk jacket, and a pink
Brooks Brothers shirt; and, later, the cravat of a rowing club to
which I know he did not belong.
In the back seat of the convertible, in addition to much luggage, all of it covered with the labels of Swiss hotels, sat a large
coloured woman, her hair tied in a gingham bandana, like Aunt
Jemimah, and an English butler in·a howler, the latter holding
between his knees an enormous bird-eagq filled with brilliantly
coloured parakeets, which chattered nOisily as, without cessation,
they jumped from perch to perch. A little child clung precariously to the rear bumper of the yellow convertible, but he must have
been a hitch-hiker picked up somewhere below by Oreste in a
seizure of good spirits.
Oreste pulled the brake of the auto, and I came at last to look
directly into his bulging blue eyes and to hear his voice, so
strangely musical. His first words to me were discomfiting:
"I've come to get it back," he said, speaking the sentence as if
it had been the conclusion to a long paragraph of explanation.
"You will have to leave your car here," I told him, "for I fear
the road is not passable higher up, owing to recent avalanches:'
Oreste gave some silent directions to his servants in the back
seat, and they at once fell to, removing the luggage from the car
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and stacking it up expertly by the roadside, for all the world as if
they had been on a station platform getting their master's things
ready against the imminent arrival of a Grand Express DeLuxe.
U\Vhere are they?" demanded Oreste of me. "They'll have to
give it up this time. I refuse to let this son of thing go on any
longer."
''I'm certain they're at home," I said. "Perhaps you will permit
me to show you the way?"
"I think it's the boy-what's his name," said Oreste, accepting
my offer with a nod. "It's a whole damn novel this time."
I began to comprehend; but he was still a few jumps ahead of
me, and I was not yet ready to accept horror undiluted. We had
started up the mountainside toward Elizabeth's and \Villiam's, _
Oreste carrying the bird-cage, the Negress and the butler strug- \
gling along behind us with the rest of the luggage. Oreste was still
talking.
"First it was only small things, and I thought then it was lapses
-" He stopped and set down the bird-cage. "Vou know-lapses?"
I smelt liquor on his breath, and nodded.
"I know," I said.
"Vou just forget,"he said. "Vou think you have it, and then it's
gone. Lapses. But that's to be expected."
"Under the circumstances," I said.
"But then I began to realize after a while that it wasn't lapses.
I began to smell a rat." He picked up the bird-cage.
"Let me carry it for you," I offered, although I had never carried a bird-eage before. He surrendered it to me without protest.
It was not heavy, though the parakeets kept up a continual
squawking-they are unmusical birds-and jumped skittishly
from one perch to another.
"You began to smell a rat," I urged him.
"A rat," he repeated, as we resumed our journey up the mountainside. "One time it was an article for the Yale Review. I had
finished it at four o'clock in the morning-I always write at night,
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you know-and then thrown "myself down on the couch in DIy
study to sleep. 1 slept till noon. When 1 got up and went to my'
writing-table. the manuscript was just where I'd left it. I'm sure
it had been undisturbed."
He paused and wiped his brow.
"And?" 1 prompted.
He looked at me searchingly, as if to determine whether 1 was
·going to believe what he was on the point of telling me.
"'Vell," he said finally, "it' was all there, all right, but 1
couldn't read a word of it."
"Eh?"
"I don't know how to describe it to you. It seemed to have're-shuffled' itself overnight. Parts of it 1 seemed to recognizesome paragraphs were just as 1 had written them; but others were
now utter gibberish, as if I had struck the typewriter keys at random. in a delirium.
"You may im~ine how this made me feel! 1 thought at first
that 1 must be losing my grip entirely, you know-alcohol and all
that. But I'd been on the wagon for a week, and 1 was sure, at
least, that I'd be~n cold sober when I wrote this article the night
before.
"Then I began to examine the manusctipt more carefully, and
I soon began to realize that much of the apparent gibberish
which now stared me in the face was really what 1 had written.
but with the letters of the words now transposed into absolute
nonsense. 1 didn't know what to do, ~ tell you. I could recollect
with perfect clarity my labours of the night before.I had known
exactly what 1 wanted to say, it was all perfectly organized in my
mind, and the actual writing had been relatively easy. The only.
possible explanation for what 1 now held in my hands was that, .
somehow, during the mechanics of getting it onto paper. 1 had
gone suddenly barmy."
"Great heavens'" I said. "What a thing to be faced withl"
"It was perfectly frightful," he confirmed.

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol22/iss2/4

12

Shultz: Oreste

154

·:.;A-

l

W ILL I A M

HEN R Y SHU L T Z

"But go on," I urged him. "Tell me about the next time."
"The next time:' he said. "Ah yes. The next time was a few
poems. I am a poet. you know. These were some poems I wrote.
about a week later. I was having quite a spell of poetry-writing
about then, and some of these verses were more than a little passable. I was quite well pleased with them. as a matter of fact. I had
experimented with some of them for over a week, off and on. writing alternate versions of some lines, and so forth-you know how
it is with poetry."
I nodded.
Finally I had them the way I wanted them-at least for the time
being." he continued, "and so, late one night, I wrote out fair
copies of all of them~there were six. I read them over and felt
reasonably well satisfied that I could not improve them. Then I
tore up all the sheets on which I had first worked them out. and
tossed the scraps into the fireplace. They made a neat little blaze.
"But I was filled, nevertheless, with an unnameable apprehension, in view of everything that had been happening around
there, so I called Harms-he's that butler 'fellow behind us with
the luggage: an extremely trustworthy chap, discreet and all that
-and asked him to sit watch on my poems while I threw myself
on the couch and slept."
"And the next morning?" I asked.
Oreste stopped walking, at my side. "The next morning." he
said, his face drained of all colour, "the pages were absolutely
blank'"
"Blank!" I echoed.
"And not only that:' continued Oreste, "but lying on my
writing-table-listen closely!-were the discarded versions that I
had torn up and burned the night before, just as they had appeared before I destroyed them, except for tiny, almost imperceptible lines, deeply enscarred in the paper. like ancient watermarks, which I have no doubt corresponded to the pieces they had
been torn into,"
"But Hanns' " I interrupted.
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· "Harms," said Oreste,very calmly and seriously, "Harms
swears-an.I believe him implicitly-that no one entered or left
the room while he was ther-e,which was the entire time I was
sleeping. He says, further, that once, as I slept, I cried out something which he took to be a warning, but he could make nothing
of my words and, reluctant to awaken me, contented himself with
seeing that all the windows were locked and that no one was in
the passageway outside the door."
"Good God," I said, "what an extraordinary business!"
"That is not the end of this story," continued Oreste, holding
up his hand to forestall further comment from me.
"Go on," I begged him.
"I tried, naturally, to re--write the poems in their final versions;
but, for some strange reason, I seemcgl JO suffer total amnesia
with respect to them, and could not recall a single line. Even with
the experimental versions before me-the ones (if you will forgive me the use of this term) so 'supernaturally' resurrected from
their ashes-I could not reconstruct a single line of the final
versions.
"And then"-he paused portentously-Oland then, finally, four
months later, I read my own final versions in The Criterion. I
I
recognized them immediately."
liThe Crite.rion!" I could not help gasping.
"They were labelled Six Lyrics by a Six-fe.ar-Old, and there
,~s a note saying that they had been submitted by a well-known
American scholar as the work of his six-year-old son, whom he.
preferred to keep in anonymity until he should be of a better age
to cope with fame."
"Do you know for sure if it was William who sent theni~in?"
"I cabled the magazine," he said, "and they replied that the
poems had indeed beep submitted by my b{other-in-Iaw."
"Did this take place before or after they left Natchez?" I asked.
"Before," he replied. "It began quite a while before .they
moved here; but of course it's been going on ever since they came
up here, too."
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"Then there have been more instances than just these two,"
I said.
"Dozens," said Oreste. "Sometimes I find onlr blank paper in
place of what I've written; sometimes, gibberish and nonsense;
and, one time, I found a complete substitution."
"Tell me about that," I said.
"It was a critique," said Oreste, stepping around a boulder in
the road. "It came about because I had been reading over the
scores of the Mahler symphonies and had come to some conclusions about the Sixth Symphony, in particular, which I had never
read in any of the standard commentaries. So I wrote a rather
learned little essay on this symphony, filled with musical examples which I intended to insert into the text by means of
photo-engravings of parts of the score. It was," he said,. smiling
rather sadly, "really a very good piece of work, if I do say it myself, rather along the Donald Tovey sort of line. I placed no
watch over the manuscript this time, for I had given Harms the
weekend off, and it was, Vilma's night out-she's my cook behind
us there, helping Harms with the luggage.
"The next morning, on my writing table, in the precise spot
where I'd left it, was my manuscript-except that it was now no
[oTlge.r my manuscript! Oh, it was still my handwriting and all
that: but it was no longer my article. Instead, there was a brutal
little essay, of exactly the length of my article, mostly about Manx
cats and other tail-less creatures. It was written with all the crudity one would expect from an eight-year-old turned literary, except for a realistic cruelty of detail which, when I read it, made
my hair stand on end. It was called, in case you're interested,
How the Lizzards Lost Their Tailes, and it was illustrated with
•
childish drawings in the exact places which I had intended to
reserve for my photo-engravings from the ~fahler score."
"\Vhen was this?" I asked sharply.
Oreste mentioned a date and it was, of course, precisely the
date that I had anticipated.
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He licked his lips, took off his Tyrolean hat, and fanned himself wi-th it.
"Let's sit down for a moment," he suggested. "I'm not the
mountain-elimber I once was:;
\Ve sat down on a large boulder ~vhich lay in the roadway.
"See what your friends are doing," he said, pointing down the
mountain.
I looked in the direction towards which he was pointing, and
saw the people down there pushing Oreste's car towards the
chasm, at the edge of the road. In a moment they had shoved it
over the rim, and then we saw it go tumbling end over end into
the void, like a toy thrown away; but the distance was so great
that we scarcely heard its crash at the bottom.
"They have never really been my friends," I observed.
\Ve sat in silence for a few minutes-an opportunity to rest
which Harm5 and Vilma, behind us, seized also, settling the luggage once more in neat stacks by the road·-and Oreste continued
his strange recital.
"I shall skip over some of the next incidents," he said. "They
are mostly of the same order. But then comes the matter of my
novel. It was to have been my first real novel, although, of course,
when I was living in France a long time ago, I had written a
couple of others which I discarded.
"This was to have been a psychologica~ novel of childhood,
based on my own childhood in Paris,_where, owing to my mother's rather weird mode of life, I grew up in an atmosphere\of
complete and utter-shall I call it 'unconventionality'?"
At this point he took o~ his Tyrolean hat once more .and gave
it a rueful smile.
"I was perfectly familiar, for example, with the effects of
opium-smoking by the age of six: but possibly you do not know
what opium-smoking can do to the health?"
"I have smoked it for many years," I reassured him.
;'\Vell, then," he replied, satisfied. "And when my mo~er died,.
I
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about this time, I found that she had pledged me to the concierge,
who was childless, as security for her arrears in rent."
"I have never really known whether I am a full or only a hal£brother to Elizabeth; but, by the time she had discovered where
I was, and, with her husband's connivance, kidnapped me and
smuggled me into America, I was already thirty and my character, such as it is, fully developed.... She had by this time had one
child of her own and was carrying another."
I began to see the connexion.
"Your novel," I said to him.
"My novel. Yes. It was based on some experiences of those
days," he said, "of my life in Paris as a lad; although it was of
course not directly autobiographical: I am not that kind of
writer.
"It was to have been quite short, and I had it completely plotted. Many passages-especially some descriptive passages, part
poetry and so on-were already 'written' in my mind, and needed
only setting down on paper. I do much of my writing that way,
you know-work things out completely in my head, to the last
word, before I ever set pen to paper-, and ordinarily I never
have any trouble recalling the most minute inflexions, even of
extensive passages, when the time comes to write them down.
""VeIl, then, I was, as I say, all ready to begin the actual work
of putting down this novel-the thing was fully composed, as you
might say, and needed only the mechanical work of transferring
it to paper. And then it was stolen from me."
"In the same way as the others?" I asked.
"Not quite," he replied. "This was a great deal worse. For this
time, when I awoke in the morning of the day I had set aside to
start the actual writing, I found that it was completely gone out
of my head."
"Gone out of your head?"
"Absolutely. I could not recall a single word of what I had intended to write, of all I had planned and knew and loved so well
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and had thought was so much a part of me. It was all gone--every
syllable of it. I had made no notes, of course: it was not the sort of
thing I could write from notes. You can see where this left me."
"You imagine, naturally, that the child is responsible?"
"Imagine nothingr" he retorted. "I know perfectly well that he
is responsible. How, I have no idea, for he is a fiend of some kind;
but that he is responsible for this whole chain of events I haven~t
the slightest doubt in the world."
..And now you have come to get your novel away from him,"
I said.
He laughed grimly. "Let me relieve~you of those birds," he
said, picking up the cage of chattering parakeets.
The house of Elizabeth and William lay concealed behind a
grove of trees. The road up the mountainside ended at their gate.
which they kept locked, although a driveway continued beyond;
but a portable stile, kepthandr nearby, solved the problem of the
locked gate, and Oreste, his servants, his luggage, his parakeets:,
and I were soon at the front door.
"They will be drinking at this hour," said Oreste to me.
"I know," I said. "Perhaps it might be wisest, under the circums~ces, for you to forego alcohol (yourself. at this first
interview."
"I never forego alcohol," saidOreste. "But I have taken the
precaution of bringing my own. In strange houses, one never
knows-"
.
.
"Oh, come, my dear fellowl" I protested~ "This is not a strange
home, as you call it. Why, I drink here every afternoon, myself;
and I've known William since he was in diapers."
Oreste looked at me with sudden suspicion. "You are not revealing yourself"a tum-eoat, by any chance?" he asked me.
"My dear chapr" I cried. "Please don't be alarmed. It's just
that 1 find incredible the thought that William or your own sister would-" I was at a loss for proper words.
"Remember," he interrupted me, ..that I am notsure that she
really is my own s.ister."
(
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"She always speaks of you with great sisterly affection and con·
cern," I told him.
"A plot," he said.
It was the ancient Chinese butler who opened the door to us.
"\Velcome, Mr. Oreste," he said. "We have all been looking
for you:'
"Thank you, Ah-So," said Oreste. "Will you please see that
my people are taken care of?"
"Mr. William has it all arranged," the Chinese answered, and
we followed him into ~e cool drawing room, its blinds of bamboo slats drawn against the late-afternoon sun at the west end of
the chamber.
The amenities of family reunion were cordial but quiet, and
\Villiam had asked his inevitable question; but Oreste said, "I do
hope you will forgive me, old man, but I have my own, which I
prefer and which I always carry with me. The doctor's orders, '
you know:'
"Of course," said \Villiam.
Oreste went out into the hall, where his servants had been left
sitting, and the Negress at once opened for him one of the suitcases she had been carrying, revealing elaborate fittings designedto take care of a dozen or so bottles of whiskey. From these Oreste
selected one and brought it back into the drawing room.
"Now then," he said, when we were all settled in our chairs, "I
should like my novel back."
"Oh, Orestel" cried Elizabeth, reproachfully and sadly,
"My dear chapl" said \Villiam. "You must realize that we
know nothing at all about this affair. \Ve've been through it all
before."
"You sent my poems to The Criterion, I believe," said Oreste.
"I sent a few of my son's writings to them, of course," said \Villiam, "and the editors there were good enough to publish them:'
"Those were my poems," said Oreste,
"Oreste," said Elizabeth, "don't you think that until after
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you've rested from your journey up the mountain it would be
better to-"
"I am completely rested," protested Oreste in exasperation.
At ·this point, we sUffer~ an interruption. Valerian, ·the :older
boy, entereq the room.
"Uncle Oreste!" he cried as he came through the entrance; and
then he ran across the room and threw hipIself on Oreste. "Are
those your marvelous birds out in the hall?"
"Birds?" asked Willi~m. "Did you bring birds?"
"Valerian, my dear," said Elizabeth. "Say hello to your Uncle
Oreste and then run and play with Titus for an hour before
dinner."
!
...
"I very much want to see Titus," said Oreste.
"Not now, Oreste," said Elizabeth. "This is their time to
play. Perhaps at dinner. Run now, my dearest, and take Titus out
to play."
"Quick~ Son," said \Villiam, snapping his fingers. ~~'You've
heard your mother."
Valerian left, then, and we continued our conversation-to no
purpose, I might add. But in fifteen minutes Valerian was back
again, complaining that Titus was nowhete to be found.
"Did you look everywhere, Son?" asked William.
"Everywhere?" Valerian queried, puzzled. "I looked everywhere I could think of, everywhere I thought he might be; but
maybe I didn't think of all the places he might be."
"That's entirely possible," said William.
"Did you look in my summerhouse?" I interrupted. "He sometimes goes there to wri-he sometimes likes to sit there."
"No," said Valerian. "~hall I look there, Father?"
"If he is there," said \Villiam, "he is all right, and there's no
need to disturb him so long as he's ready for diimer in time."
"'What time is dinner, by the way?" asked Oreste. "I've not
eaten since last week."
"\Ve dine at seven," said Elizabeth. "They ring the dressing-
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bell at six-fifteen to give everybody time, so you have over an
hour, Oreste, should you feel like a rest. 1 have always felt that
you should eat more often."
"If you will excuse me," said Oreste, "I believe that 1 shall take
a short nap."
"Of course," said Elizabeth, extending her arm into the air and,
snapping her fingers. "Ah-SO will show you to your room. I expect your servants are already taken care of, and Ah-SO will tell
you how to get them if you want them."
"Thank you, Elizabeth," said Oreste. "I shall want my own
cook to cook my own dinner. It can be served with the rest. My
special diet, as you know."
"As you wish," said Elizabeth.
1 did not remain for dinner, though they begged me, but
walked back immediately to my place, returning via the lower
pasture so as to pass near to my summerhouse.
Titus himself was not there, though I saw evidence of his recent presence. The ink bottle on the writing-table was unstoppered, blotters and pens were lying about, and smudged sheets
of writing-paper were scattered around the floor. 1 surveyed the
scene with what, two days ago, would have been an amused,
slightly patronizing wonder, but was now apprehension that the
creative furies of this child should be so inexorably leading him
into this impossible contretemps. 1 sank down into my favourite
chair, but it felt wrong; and I probed, therefore, beneath the
cushion and withdrew the box containing Titus's manuscriptthe one he had been writing on when I had intercepted him previously. I took off the lid and removed the large pack of paper
-and was on the point of leafing through it when I was startled
nearly out of my seat by a cry from the half-elosed door to the
bathroom.
Titus burst forth. "Don'tl" he screamed, throwing himself at
me. "Don't read it yetI It's not finished yeti"
"Very well," I calmed him. "If you don't want me to, 1 shan't.
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I was just curious to know what was under my cushion. I was sitting on it, you see."
..I hid it there because I didn't know who was walking up the
path. I'm trying to get it finished," he informed me, "before I am
stopped.'·
"Before you are stopped?"
"I am going to be stopped," he assured me, very positively.
staring at me fixedly with a preternaturally grave expression. "I
don't really know who's going to stop me, but I think it must be
Uncle Oreste. I just have a feeling in my bones that he's going
to stop me:·
"Have you seen your Uncle Oreste yet?"
"Then he is herel" exclaimed Titus, looking around him in
fear. "I knew itl I felt itl"
"He came about an hour ago. He's up the mountain at your
house now, resting before dinner."
Poor little Titus, at this intelligence, gave such signs of fear
that my heart went somewhat out to him, in pity.
, "Would you like to take dinner with me this evening?" I asked
him, my defenses down. "I dine at eight here."
"Oh, may I?" He seemed immeasurably relieved by my invitation. "But how shall I let my parents know?"
"In a little while I.shall walk up to their house and leave a
message with the servants. I imagine," I added a bit grimly, "that
your parents will present no objections."
"Oh, fine." he said. "Then«1 shall be able to work on my story
until dinner-time. I have only a little way to go.... I expect," he
added, "that under the circumstances you'Ulet me sit down with·
out changing?"
''Of course," I said, "provided you have a good wash first."
"Of course," he said.
I left him, then, and retired into my library, where I wrote
several letters; and then I walked up the mountain to Elizabeth·s
and William's again and left my message at the bac:k door, feeling
like the bootlegger.
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Altogether, it had been an hour since I left Titus working furiously at Oreste's novel on the writing-table in my summerhouse~
By the time I should have arrived back from my trip up the
mountain, it would be close on eight o'clock, and, although there
was still time, I dedded, in view of the circumstances, to forego·
changing for dinner.
I had just made this decision, half-way across my lower pasture,
when I was forced to quicken my steps: for I was suddenly and
inexplicably assailed by a certain knowledge that my presence
was required in the summerhouse. Whether this impulse resulted from my having heard any sounds, I cannot say; although it is,
of course, possible that the sounds of their argument reached me
even there in the pasture.
At a rapid pace, then-though I am no longer athletically inclined-I covered the remaining distance across my grounds to
the summerhouse and flung open the door.
In the center of the room, separated from each other by my
writing-table, were Titus and Oreste, the latter with murder in
his eye and a long, thick, sharp, cork-handled needle in his hand.
They were screaming intemperately at each other, and my appearance in the door did not serve in the least to inhibit them in
this display. I gathered that Oreste had been threatening Titus
with the needle, the like of which I had never seen before.
"You are supposed to be resting before dinner," I admonished
Oreste, although it was none of my affair.
"Don't let him touch me!" cried Titus at the same time.
"Little fiend!"' breathed Oreste, feinting towards one end of
my writing-table.
"Oreste!" I spoke to him sharply. "Let the boy alone! Nothing
is to be gained by this kind of ill-considered behaviour!"
"Nothing!" cried Oreste. "Nothing? What do you call nothing? Look at that'" He pointed to the pages of manuscript scattered about the top of the writing-table, where he had interrupted Titus's work. "My book! This little fiend is WTitingmy book!"
''I'm not a fiend!" cried Titus. ''I'm not! It's my book! He's just
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trying to take my book away from me. I wish you'd go away! I
hate youl You're drunk I"
"Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings," said Oreste to me,
shrugging: He was calmer now.
"Can we not," I suggested, sensing this, "talk the matter over
seriously tomorrow morning, when we've all had a good night's
sleep? There is surely some explanation, some satisfactory way,
to get this affair straightened out without resort to-violencel"
Again Oreste shrugged. "I've explained everything already.
You know what's going, on. I see no purpose in talking any more
about it. What we need now is something to be done. However,
if you-"
"Fine," I said. "Then it's all arranged, isn't it? Let us say breakfast at eight-thirty, shall we?"
"Eight-thirty," repeated Oreste, as if he had no intention of
remembering.
"Titus is staying here tonight," I said. "Will you 1be good
enough to tell his mother?"
"Here?" exclaimed Oreste.
"It would be preferable to ,any other arrangement," I said
firmly.
"As you like," said Oreste. ''I'll tell the mother." He took his

,

d~parture.

Dinner with Titus was unremarkable. He skillfully and reso- .,.
lutely kept the conversation away from the things I wanted to
talk about; and afterwar~s there was nothing to do but show him
to his room. It was one of my guest rooms, connected by a bath
with another; and in the other, 1 explained to Titus. 1 planned
to sleep myself that night. in case he should want me near him.
''I'll be all right." he said, however. "I have only a few hours
work left to do on my book and then U~cle Oreste may P-y what
he likes."
"Don't be too late," 1 admonished him. After all, he was only
eight.
I sat up until midnight over my studies and then ntade the .
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rounds of the house to make sure they had locked everything securely. Finding nothing amiss, I went to bed and slept soundly
till morning. Neither Oreste nor Titus came to breakfast, as we
had arranged, which rather put me out since I had ordered the
meal prepared for three.
Later in the morning I walked up the mountainside to th~
house of Elizabeth and William. William was at his studies and
could not be disturbed, but Elizabeth gave me a few minutes.
"It was so good of you to keep Titus," she said. "I don't suppose we could prevail on you to keep him longer, until all this-"
She waved her hand, in a gesture perfectly describing the situation.
"Of course, my dear Elizabeth," I said. "It is absolutely no inconvenience. But I do think, don't you? that we ought to get some
of these things straightened out as soon as possible. I had hoped,
as a matter of fact, to see Oreste this morning," I explained.
"Oreste has left word that he is not to be disturbed," she told
me. "He has started some new piece of writing which he is eager
to finish as soon as possible." Then: "Tell me, did Titus finish
his bc;>ok last night at your house? He is So anxious to complete it."
"Yes," I said to her~"He mentioned as I was leaving that it was
now completely finished."
"Oh, good'" she said. "Both William and I were so afraid
something might intervene."
For the next three days Oreste remained closeted with his new
work, and meals were taken to him on a tray and set outside his
door, which he opened periodically to receive them.
On the fourth day he appeared in the late afternoon as Elizabeth, \Villiam, and I sat over our drinks in the darkened drawing
room.
"This time," he announced to us, taking his seat after having
poured himself a stiff drink out of his own bottle, "I have written
something the little fiend is going to find it damn difficult to
steal."

,I

!

I
I

i
1

I

. II

1

I

I

-I

·1
Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1952

25

1

New Mexico Quarterly, Vol. 22 [1952], Iss. 2, Art. 4

ORESTE

"You used invisible ink?" asked William, with an edge to his
tone..
"That," said Oreste, "is for me to know and for you to find
out." To me he said: "You may tell Titus, if you wish, that I am
now no longer interested in my novel, having just done something much better. I understand that you are keeping him out of
my way."
y
"Not at all," I said. "I find him very pleasant company."
I am afraid tha.t I fell all too unsuspecting into Oreste's trap,
for that evening, at dinner, I mentioned to Jitus that he need
have no more misgivings about his novel, ,sinte Oreste disclaimed
any more interest in it, having written something else.
I
"Yes, I know," said Titus~
"You know'" I exclaimed. "What do you know?"
"I know that Uncle Oreste has written something else," he replied in a flat ~oice. "That's all." .
"How do you know that?"
"Well, after all," said Titus, in more animated tones, "he has
been locked up in his room these past four days, writing like a
mad-man. Valerian told me."
I asked, half under my breath, "That is ~ow you found out?"
"Yes:' replied Titus; but his eyes fell to his plate as he said it.
I noticed that he had hardly t~uched his bouillabaisse.
"Eat your bouillabaisse:' I told him, "and listen to me carefully."
,
"All right," he said.
.
"Tell me," I continued, then: "Do you know what your'Uncle
Oreste has been writing?"
He lifted a spoonful of bouillabaisse to his mouth, but, ~fter a
moment's hesitation, returned it again to the plate. He did not
reply.
"Look here," I said, permitting myself almost to shout at him.
''I'm trying to help you. Why do you think I am keeping you
here with me, if not to protect you from your uncle?"
/
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"Thank you," he said. "I've known all along, of course, why
you were letting me stay here. You're only trying to do your best."
I gulped.
"And it did give me a chance to finish my book," he added
politely.
This presented me the opportunity I had been awaiting.
"Oreste says it is not your book," I said.
"That's what he says," replied Titus. "But he doesn't know
anything about it."
"He seems pretty sure of himself," I insisted.
"My uncle is crazy," said Titus quietly. "I,just write whatever
comes into my head. He's got nothing to do with it. I don't care
what he says."
"How do these stories 'come into your head,' as you put it?" I
asked.
"I don't know," Titus replied. "They just come into my head.
How do stories come into anyone's head? It's just as if they were
there in my head, waiting for me, and all I have to do is write
them down, It's really not much trouble. I suppose," he added,
"that all writers have this experience."
"Not quite all," I said.
"Anyway," continued Titus, "that's how it is with me."
"Do you understand everything you are thus in a position, as
it were, to write down?" I asked him.
"Not everything," he replied; "but what writer does? l\fy father
says he can name dozens of writers who he is sure have not understood a word they have written."
I left him, then, in the care of my housekeeper, with instructions that he be put to bed in my guest room and watched over
while he slept; and, ordering my night-lantern brought me, soon
aftenvards set off up the mountain to call on Elizabeth, \Villiam,
and Oreste.
I found them in Elizabeth's sewing room, Elizabeth was reading, or pretending to read; and \Villiam was crocheting an antimacassar-his usual form of relaxation when distrait: when he
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had accumulated a sufficiency of tlhem, he would present them to
charity. Oreste was thumbing through a large loose-leaf notebook,
which I took to be his new manuscript, holding it in his lap where
he sat, in a far comer of the room, a glass and a bottle at his elbow, now and again scribbling in its pages industriously.
"Won't you join our little circle, Oreste?" Elizabeth asked, as
I took the chair which \Villiam drew up for me.
"I'm busy, thank you," said Oreste.
"I have come rather particularly to talk to all of you," I said
as pointedly as I could.
"I have ears," said Oreste. "I can hear you where I'm sitting."
"Do excuse him," Elizabeth whispered to me. "He's· been
through so much lately."
"I can hear every word you're whispering," said Oreste; not
looking up.
"I have been talking to little Titus," I said.
"You could have saved yourself the trouble," said Ores~e.
"Now what do you mean by that remark?" asked William
sharply.
"I've already explained to you as mudh as you'll ever understand, Mr. Nosey," said Oreste.
"The boy hasn't the slightest feeling that what he writes is not
his own-if, indeed, it actually isn't," J said. "If anything untoward is taking place, I am perfectly sure he is not 'consciously
aware of it."
"H 0 I" said Oreste.
"Ho, yourself I" I could not estop myself from retorting. The
sight of him sitting there in his comer-his face the face of an infant, his .baby-blue eyes, devoid of guile, the eyes of an innocent,
yet withal conveying the impression of immense age, indeed of
antiquity, of aeons of secret knowledge beyond the furthest
marches of historical science-filled me with repugnance and
apprehension.
I forced myself, however, to leave my chair and to approach the
corner where he sat alone with his manuscript. He watched me
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advance, though he pretended to keep busy, and I therefore contrived to put myself in such a position that, without seeming to
make a point of it, I could easily move behind his chair, glance
over his shoulder, and take a glimpse of his work: and this, engaging him the while in persiflage, I accomplished.
I could not, of course, manage to see very much. But I was able
to stand behind him long enough to take in a few paragraphs of
what appeared to be a children's story about cats or kittens; and
the notes or corrections which I had imagined him to be making
to his manuscript turned out to be several simple and expressive
line drawings, scattered across the page, of the creatures in
question.
Having seen that much, which in all truth was as much as I
could have hoped to see, I resumed my chair with Elizabeth and
William.
"See all you wanted to see?" enquired Oreste smugly, once I
had re-settled myself.
"I really didn't try to look," I lied, "but I could not avoid noticing, as I passed behind your chair, that you appear to have a
notable talent, inter alia, for drawing cats."
"Inter alia," mumbled William.
"Those are the illustrations," said Oreste. "They are for this
child's book I have just written."
"Oh, Oreste!" exclaimed Elizabeth eagerly. "So that is what
you have been writing! How nice of you to have written a children's book! And in our house, too!"
"I always write in somebody's house," said Oreste, "but it
takes more arranging in some houses than in others."
"My dear fellow," said William, "it was no trouble at all for
us. Think nothing of it. We understand all about the requirements of authorship in this house." He seemed entirely sincere.
''I'll bet you do," said Oreste, "especially when it comes to children's books."
At this, \Villiam pettishly flung his crocheting down and rose
to his feet.
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"I trust you understand how far you may go, Oreste'" he said.
He turned to me and bowed. "I m~t go to bed now," he said to
me. "It was very good of you to come up here, bu~ useless, as you
see. Pray excuse me."
_
Elizabeth arose from her chair also, and, coming to me, laid
her hand upon my arm.
"My husband is overwrought," she said. "Possibly we all are.
And we are trusting our precious little Titus to your care, 'aren't
we?
"My dear lady," I bowed.
When I reacb:ed home, I looked in on Titus. My butler was
lying asleep on a rug in the hall before the door of the room where
Titus slumbered. but-faithful retainer that'he was-awoke like a
cat at my first soft footfall in the corridor. I was gratified to note
that he appeared to be well-armed-and that little Titus, in the
room, slept peacefully. The night passed uneventfully.
The next morning, Titus and I were served breakfast on my
roof, which ~ommanded. a splendid view of the mountainside
and of the chasm which fell away abruptly from the plateau on
which we were situated.
"Today," Titus announced over the frekh figs with cream that
the servant had placed before us, "I am starting on a new story, if
you are not going to be using your summerhouse.':
"A new onel" I exclaimed. "But you have just finished the old
onel"
"I kt\ow," said Titus. "I should have preferred to rest awhile
between them. Most writers do, you know. But this one will be
relatively easy, I think. It just came to ~e during the night."
"What will it be th~ time?" I asked him, although I believed I
knew the answer.
"Oh, just a little thing-a children's story, really. And that
ought to be very easy for me, you see, because I am really still a
child. I should think other children would be interested in it for
that reason."
I felt the chill clutch of horror at my heart.
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"Titus, Titus," I cried. "Please don't write any more just now.
Wait just a little before you start your new story. Let me take you
with me to the city today, instead, and possibly you Can write
your story after we return, You don't want to 'write yourself out,'
as they say, and besides-who knows?-your story may turn out all
the better if you give it time to set, so to speak, before you begin
writing it...
Titus gave me a rather supercilious smile. "I can see that you
don't know very much about writers," he said. "When writers
have something they are very much interested in writing, they
don't really want to bother with trips to the city."
"I suppose not," I said, realizing that possibly I was faced with
the real thing. "I daresay if you must write, you must: but do
promise me you won't go wandering off. I should really prefer
you to work in my study today, I think, for I had rather planned
on using the summerhouse myself."
"I can work anywhere," the child replied.
Later, I gave orders to my servants to keep the study door in
sight as they went about their household tasks, while I myself sat
in my summerhouse all morning and reflected on this affair.
I met Titus again over luncheon and asked him how his work
was progressing.
"Oh, splendidly, thank you," he replied; "though writing is
tiring, don't you think? I really believe that if one were a professional writer, one should get a secretary and dictate. That's what
I'm going to do when I grow up."
"It flows so easily, then?..."Oh, yes," he said. "One word right after the other,"
He paused at this point and wrinkled his brow. "There is one
thing, though," he said, after a moment.
"'Vhat is that?" I asked.
He seemed embarrassed, "I don't seem to see the end of this
story."
"You mean you don't know how to end it?"
"That's right," he said, ''I've got it up to the point where the

Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1952

---,--J
31

New Mexico Quarterly, Vol. 22 [1952], Iss. 2, Art. 4

ORE S TE

173

children hear the cats talking to each other, but no one can.understand what they are saying."
"\Vhat cats are those?" I asked him sharply.
"The cats in my story," ~e said. "But I've forgotten-you must
forgive me: you don't know about these cats."
UNo," I said, wondering how much I didn't know: "no, I don't
know about them. Would you like to tellme more about them?"
"Well:' he said, "these are the cats that live down there in the
chasm. There are a lot of caves in the wall of the chasm, out of
sight from the top. The cats have lived down there so long, cut
off from the societ)' of the othereats, that they have forgotten how
to speak the cat language. But they have been listening to th~
PeOple who live up here, and so they have learned ~o speak like
people, you see, just through listening. They spend all their time
eavesdropping. Cats are very intelligent."
"These particular cats must be," I observed.
UAll cats are," said Titus.
'I
"Very likely," I said. "I have never given it much thought. But
how does this affect your story?"
UI've got to know what the cats are talking about," he answered. "Othen'lise, I cannot finish the story;because the ending
depends on that."
"Possibly you can think of something after lunch," I said, not
knowing what else to say: uif, that is, you intend to continue
working after lunch." .
uOh, I shall work after lunch," he assured me. "I wouldn't
dream of knocking off in the middle of something like this. But
the matter will require a good deal of thought, and possibly even
a bit of research."
"The study is full of reference books," I said. "Help yourself.
You will undoubtedly find a good deal on cats, if you look. I think
I have T. S. Eliot on cats, and I believe there is an Egyptian book
there somewhere."
Titus appeared to be dubious. "I don't think an Egyptian book
would help me very much in this case:' he said. "I'm not sure, as
l
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a matter of fact, that I can find what I want in any reference
books, although I am sure you have very good books, naturally.
These are such special cats," he smiled, "that rll probably have
to work it out by myself."
"As you wish," I said. "It's your story."
''I'm glad you think so," said Titus. "Do you know if anyone
has ever written about talking cats before?"
"Saki," I said, "and possibly Aesop."
"Did they know anything about the subject," the child asked,
"or were they just making it up?"
"I don't know," I said. "Writers frequently make things up."
"That's what I cannot do," said Titus. "I never rely on my
imagination. I'm always absolutely sure about ,everything I write
-except in this case, of course. That is the only way to be a successful writer." He paused for a few minutes and sighed. "I don't
know why I can't go right ahead and finish this story the way I
finished all the others. The others weren't half as hard as this one,
and yet this is only a children's story. I guess it's because I've
never really heard a cat talk." He smiled me a rueful smile.
"Few of us have," I consoled him.
Later that afternoon, I looked in on Titus in my study. I entered without knocking, so as not to disturb him, and so, without
meaning to, took him somewhat by surprise; but not so greatly
that he was not able to cover a sheet of paper with another and
casually slip the two of them beneath the blotter on the writingtable. I felt a slight twinge of disappointment that he should not
have been more surreptitious than this, and resolved that I would
have a look at the paper afterwards, though I now realize that I
should have demanded to see it there and then.
.. How are things coming?" I asked him.
"Very well, thank you," he replied.
"You have solved the mystery of the talking cats?" I asked.
"Partly," he said. "At least I know how to solve it. It has just
come to me. I had to think of it myself."
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"Yourself?" I asked. "How is that? And what is the solution?"
"If you don't mind," he replied, "I'd rather not tell you until
later."
"But you will tell me?" I asked.
"Oh, yes," he said; "but later:'
I left him to his work, then; and, reminding my servants once
more not to let the door to the study out of their sight so long as
Titus remained within, or to call me immediately should he
leave, I repaired once more to my summerhouse, and tried there
to take up again those studies which I Ilad increasingly neglected
during the course of these events. I put Titus out of my mind.
until tea-time.
When he had not appeared by five, I went myself t~ the study
to call him; but he was not there.
Alarmed, I rang for my butler and the other servants, and
- questioned them; but none had seen the child leave ~e room and
they had all assumed that he was still,within. The window by the ,
writing-table, however, s~ood open, and he might easily have departed by this means.
'
His manuscript, also, was nowhere in evidence; but the blotter
on the table reminded me of the papers! had observed him (as
he thought) conceal~g, and I confirmed at 0!1ce my intuition
that he had forgotten to remove them. I felt, UJl~er the circumstances, that I needed no permission from their author to read
them. One of them was blank, but the other was partly filled with
Titus's writing. At the top of the latter was the conclusion to a
sentence lvhich had obviously been carried forward from the preceding page. It read....
. . . . by' means of a rope, since it is always easier to
eavesdrop on cats f'Tom above than from below, owing
to the peculiar structure of their eye-balls.

The rest of the page was filled by one of the drawings I had seen
as I stood the night before behind Oreste's chair.
My hand shook perceptibly as I laid the sheet of paper once
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more on my writing-table, and I found myself accepting a glass
of brandy from my butler.
I drained it at a swallow, and realized then, of course, that I
should have chained the child by the ankle to the table. But how
could any of us have known how to behave properly in this affair?
I underestimated Titus; but I also underestimated Oreste.
"Quicklyl" I said to my butler. "'Ve may be too late as it isl"
But it was Valerian who found the rope, towards evening,
lashed around a tree at the very edge of the chasm, its free end
dangling into the gorge. With my telescope I was able to locate
the body, sprawled grotesquely, on a ledge four hundred feet below. The natives refused to attempt to go after it (though I offered them money) , and only stared at me with dull hostility
when I begged them, almost with tears in my eyes, to retrieve the
corpse for the sake of the parents, who wanted it. Already the vultures had begun their wheeling and circling.
Later, unable to do more, I wandered, inconsolable, to my
summerhouse, thinking there to compose my spirits with the
brandy that my butler would soon be bringing me; but I found
the summerhouse already occupied by Oreste. He was seated on
a hassock before the open grate, burning papers, though it was
summer and the weather warm. There was a peculiar odour in
the room. I was furious.
"What do you mean burning papers in my grate?" I asked him,
wrathfully.
He smiled at me impertinently. "This grate is so handy to the
papers," he said.
I gave a start, and reached towards the sheaf of loose manuscript which Oreste was feeding, sheet by sheet, to the Barnes; but
he snatched it beyond my reach.
"And just whose papers do you think you're burning?" I demanded. my voice cracking with anger and with fear.
Oreste looked me squarely in the eye and smiled evilly.
"Titus's," he answered- "and mine. But I won't be needing
them anymore, thank you."
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